COURTLY MANNERS
mately the number of esquires or the proportion of them to the
knights; but it is certain that the very large majority of gentlemen
holding fiefs was made up of es'quires; it has even been alleged that
in the sixteenth century they formed nine-tenths of the nobility.
None the less, all warriors, however much they might differ in
rank and fortune, alike formed part of one and the same hereditary
and limited class, superior to all the rest, which their children
alone had, in principle, the right to enter, and whose members
might marry only among themselves. Marriage with a man
or woman of different rank was reprobated as a mesalliance
(misalliance), and children born of it were despised as being of
irregular birth.
Thus the nobility of France extended till it embraced all
warriors, even of the lowest rank, under the name of gentilshommes,
a term referring to their birth, and translated in English as
'gentlemen5, whereas in England the nobility was confined to the
seigneurs (lords) and included neither esquires nor even knights
(chevaliers).
These gentilshommes, living on the land, among the peasantry,
retained their rustic manners and forms of speech; they did not
learn to read or write, but led a rough, idle, monotonous life,
spent mostly in hunting. But they restored physical exercise to
esteem and founded hardy families, accustomed to a natural
country life, over the whole area of France.
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Amid this warlike nobility scattered about the country-side, the
courts of the great lords bearing the titles of duke or count be-
came centres at which the nobles of a whole province could meet
one another. It was here that, on the occasion of any event in
his life - his succession or marriage, or the knighting of his son -
the prince would give entertainments, which provided the chief
recreation in the life of the nobles, such as tournaments or the
ceremonies accompanying the conferment of knighthood. At
these assemblies, which attracted to them the nobility of a whole
region, a ceremonial grew up for regulating the relations between
those present. The court became a centre at which fashions took
shape in speech, manners, costume, amusements, literature, and
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